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ABSTRACT 


This article proposes the integration of mobile audiobooks (MABs) to develop 
EFL college students’ listening comprehension skills. It aims to show the fol- 
lowing: (i) The advantages of integrating MABs in listening instruction; (ii) 
sources of MABs; (iii) how to search for MABs; (iv) criteria for selecting MABs; 

(v) examples of MABs; (vi) listening comprehension skills and literary appreci- 
ation skills that can be developed through supplementary MABs; (vii) phases of 
teaching and learning with MABs and types of tasks that can be used with MAB; 

(viii) evaluation and assessment; (ix) the effect of MABs on listening compre- 
hension skill improvement and attitudes as perceived by the students; and (x) 
recommendations for the effective use of MABs. 


Keywords: EFL Students, Mobile Listening, Mobile Audiobooks, Listening 
Comprehension Skills, Oral Discourse, Oral Skill Development 


1. INTRODUCTION 


For a very long time, language teachers and students have been using a variety of 
technologies to develop students’ oral skills such as the utilization of audiobook 
mobile apps Al-Jarf (2020); extended listening-focused activities after reading and 
listening to graded audio readers Chang and Millett (2016); MP3 lessons Al-Jarf 
(2012); podcasts for out-of-class listening practice Abdulrahman et al. (2018); Alm 
(2013); mobile purposive extensive-podcast-listening and mobile self-regulated 
podcasts Sendag et al. (2014); podcasts for academic listening in French Weinberg 
et al. (2011); intercultural talk-radio podcasts Fox (2008); extensive listening using 
podcasts and vodcasts Faramarzi et al. (2019); Goniilal (2020); student-created 
videos as a language acquisition strategy Thomas (2017); and audio-cassettes, 
audio-CDs, portable radios and DVD players Azar and Nasiri(2014). 

In addition, thousands of audiobooks (ABs) in a variety of subjects that can be 
used for developing students’ listening comprehension skills are readily available as 
mobile apps and can be downloaded from the Google Play and Apple Stores. ABs are 
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available in many languages and for all ages. They are available in different forms: Audio only, audio and text, and 
video (audio, motion pictures and music). They are characterized by having professional narrators read the books 
out loud. 

A review of the literature has shown numerous research studies that have used ABs to develop reading and 
literacy skills while-listening to ABs among elementary, middle school, high school, young adults, and adult stu- 
dents. ABs are used with first (L1) and second language (L2) readers to develop comprehension, expand vocabulary, 
improve fluency, activate prior knowledge, and increase motivation to interact with books Best et al. (2020); Tus- 
magambet (2020); Al-Jarf (2019); Milliner (2019); Al-Jarf (2018); Linton and Ph.D. Dissertation, Northcentral Uni- 
versity (2017); Moore and Cahill (2016); Lorenzo-Zamorano (2015); Larson (2015); Al-Jarf (2015); Whittingham et 
al. (2013); Esteves and Whitten (2011); Wolfson (2008); Chen (2004). Furthermore, ABs have traditionally been used 
in schools by teachers of L2, learning-disabled students, those with reading difficulties, and struggling readers and 
non-readers. Listening to stories read aloud enhanced children’s language skills, made texts accessible particularly 
those that are beyond the children’s decoding skill level or that use old words, nonstandard grammatical structures, 
expressions, dialects, or foreign names. The differences in voices of characters helped young listeners appreciate 
humor and provide an annotated bibliography of ABs for K-12 readers and listeners Johnson (2003); Casbergue and 
Harris (1997). 

In Taiwan, 76 EFL college students read and listened to 15 graded texts in a 15-week extensive listening program. 
They were divided into a control group and three experimental groups (Group 5, n = 30; Group 10, n = 20; Group 15, 
n =26) according to the number of post-listening activities that the experimental groups completed. Results showed 
that the effect size was very small, medium, and very large on the listening improvement scale for Group 5, 10 and 
15 respectively. TOEIC tests showed that Groups 5, 10 and 15 scored 2, 9 and 16 points out of 100 in that order. Only 
Group 15 showed some transfer effect from narrative to conversational type of listening. The researchers concluded 
that low-level learners need to read many more texts to make a more significant improvement Chang and Millett 
(2016). 

In the foreign language context, EFL Turkish college students who spent about an hour a week practicing extensive 
listening with podcasts or vodcasts outside the classroom made significant progress in their overall listening skill 
development by the end of the academic year. Extensive listening practice with podcasts and vodcasts was highly 
effective in helping students improve as L2 listeners and they enhanced their pronunciation and vocabulary knowl- 
edge. However, the students preferred podcasts to vodcasts. They were occasionally frustrated with the speed of the 
narrator in the podcasts and vodcasts Goniilal (2020). 

In another study, children aged 5, 8, and 10 years old and adults in Germany watched or heard 20 movie scenes 
or sections of ABs taken or adapted from the TV show Lassie. The children’s emotional knowledge and media lit- 
eracy were evaluated. Results revealed that 5-year-old children made emotional inferences about the protagonist’s 
emotional state in movies while watching movies and listening to ABs simultaneously. Media literacy and emotional 
knowledge differed in their effect on the children’s ability to make inferences, as these depended on children’s age 
and presentation mode Diergarten and Nieding (2015). 

Similarly, Iranian EFL students receiving instruction through cell-phone-based ABs outperformed the control 
group that used the traditional CD-ROM/audio cassette-based ABs on their listening comprehension Azar and Nasiri 
(2014). 

Moreover, listening to ABs had a positive effect, not only on students’ listening comprehension skill development, 
butalso on their attitudes towards using ABs in the foreign language classroom. ABs contributed to Turkish freshman 
students’ listening comprehension, pronunciation, motivation, and attitudes Kartal and Simsek (2017). Likewise, 8” 
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grade students who listened to ABs had a positive attitude towards listening. The students indicated that ABs can be 
listened to anywhere. They enrich their imagination and encourage them to use the Internet in a more beneficial way. 
The students’ favorite type of AB was event-themed books. However, the most common disadvantage of ABs was that 
they did not improve reading speed, did not help with exams, and caused attention deficits Carkit (2020). 

In Saudi Arabia, the literature review showed no studies that investigated the effects of using ABs on EFL college 
students’ listening comprehension skills. 


2. NEED FOR STUDY 


The author conducted an exploratory study in which a needs assessment survey, with open-ended questions was 
administered to a sample of EFL students in the first 4 levels of the English-Arabic translation program at the Col- 
lege of Languages and Translation (COLT), King Saudi University (KSU), Riyadh Saudi Arabia. A second questionnaire 
was administered to a sample of instructors at COLT who teach the Listening I, II, III, and IV courses. Results of 
the needs assessment questionnaire showed that Saudi college students majoring in translation have several listen- 
ing comprehension difficulties such as: Difficulty identifying main ideas and supporting details in spoken discourse, 
understanding ideas that are explicitly or implicitly stated in spoken discourse, making predictions andinferences, 
inferring the meanings of difficult words from the spoken context, and understanding certain syntactic structures in 
oral discourse such as tenses, participial phrases, idioms, modals, questions, exclamation, passives, emphatic struc- 
tures, and others. Many struggle to interpret figurative language when encountered in spoken discourse. Some have 
negative attitudes and feel that English listening activities are difficult and boring. Furthermore, instructors indi- 
cated that developing EFL students’ appreciation of a literary work, ability to analyze spoken discourse, and general 
listening comprehension skills are necessary in EFL listening instruction at COLT. 

To develop EFL students’ listening skills, many activities such as extensive listening, doing online listening exer- 
cises, using mobile listening apps, listening to short stories and simplified novels, and combining listening and reading 
or listening and speaking activities can be utilized as a supplement to in-class listening instruction that depends on 
the textbook. Acquiring advanced listening skills is of special importance for EFL students at COLT as they are going to 
take several simultaneous, consecutive and liaison interpreting courses later in the program which require advanced 
listening comprehension skills of oral English discourse of all kinds before they convert its meaning to Arabic. 


3. AIMS OF STUDY 


Despite the importance of ABs an MABs in developing EFL college students’ listening comprehension skills, results 
of the exploratory study mentioned above showed that MABs are not being used as an extension listening activity to 
enhance students’ listening comprehension skills. There is also lack of research that investigated the effect of inte- 
grating MABs on EFL college students’ listening comprehension in the Saudi context. Therefore, this study proposes 
the utilization of MABs as an out-of-class extension activity, i.e., as a supplement to in-class listening instruction that 
depends on the textbook to enhance students’ listening comprehension skills. It aims to: (i) give examples of MABs; 

(ii) give advantages of using MABs; (iii) sources of MABs; (iv) show how to search for and select MABs; (v) identify 
listening comprehension and literary appreciation skills that can be developed with MABs; (vi) describe instructional 
stages with MABs; (vii) describe MABs listening comprehension evaluation and assessment; (viii) define the role of 
the instructor; (ix) show the effect of MABs on learning and attitudes as perceived by the students; and (x) give some 
recommendations for the effective use of MABs. 
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The use of MABs as an extension activity or as a supplement to in-class instruction in ESL/EFL has many benefits. 
MABs are free. They are easy and quick to download and uninstall. They can be used anywhere, anytime and can be 
re-played many times. They have different difficulty levels, lengths, and genres. The students can listen to stories, 
novels, plays, motivational and self-help books in the American or British accent. They can choose between audio 
only, audio and text and audio, motion pictures and music. The narrator reads with intonation and good expression 
which will help the students understand better and visualize the events and characters in the book being read. They 
can listen to the book chapters one at a time, listen to several chapters or the whole book. 


4. MATERIALS AND TASKS AND INSTRUCTIONAL PHASES 
4.1 LOCATING AND SEARCHING FOR MABS 


The instructor and/or the students can search for MABs using search terms such as "audiobooks” ”English audio- 


books”, “English stories audiobooks”, "literature audiobooks”, “audiobook libraries”, “self-improvement audiobooks” 
and so on. They can search Google, Google Play, or Apple Store for audiobook libraries as in the following examples: 


Disney audiobooks (YouTube videos) 


Ossys audiobooks 


Short classic audiobooks 


Librivox English Audiobooks (audio and text) 
Audiobooks (the 2,800 classics audiobooks) 
Kobo Books - eBooks & Audiobooks 


Audiobooks from Tocalivros 


Beelinguapp: Learn Languages Music and Audiobooks 
Pustaka - Ebooks and Audiobooks 

LibriVox Audio Books 

Audiobooks.com Listen to new audiobooks and podcasts 
50000 Free eBooks & Free AudioBooks 


Audible: audiobooks, podcasts & audio stories 


English Stories - Audio Books Offline Free 


Free Classic Audiobooks - Read and listen 


Listen AudioBooks 

Free Books and Audiobooks 
Motivational & Inspirational Audiobooks 
Audiobook Library 


Audiobooks for English Language Learners 
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4.2 CRITERIA FOR SELECTING MABS 


In selecting MABs for students in a particular college level, the instructor and/or students are advised to use one 
MAB at a time. The MAB selected should match the students’ proficiency level, familiarity with the topic, students’ 
interests, the MAB length and difficulty level, and the speed and accent of the narrator. The instructor should select 
the mode of practice needed: Audio only, audio and text, or audio and video. She may look at the user ratings and 
their comments on the MAB. She should listen to the whole MAB or parts of it before assigning it to the students. 


4.3 LISTENING COMPREHENSION SKILLS THAT CAN BE DEVELOPED WITH MABS 
¢ Understanding the main idea and supporting details. 


¢ Identifying the plot, setting, characters, theme, point of view, imagery, symbolism, style and tone, and figurative 
language in a short story, novel, or play. 


¢ Deriving meaning of difficult words from contextual and structural clues in the spoken context. 
¢ Understanding anaphoric relationships in the spoken discourse. 

¢ Connecting information in the spoken discourse with the students’ prior knowledge. 

e Making predictions from the main title (heading). 


¢ Understanding the organizational structure of the spoken discourse (chronology, enumeration, analogy, cause- 
effect, classification, compare/contrast, chole/part, process), and identifying organizational clues, and transi- 
tional words, 


¢ Focusing on content words, figures, dates, statistics, and other details. 


e Making an outline of the main topics and sub-topics in the MAB or part ofit. 


4.4 INSTRUCTIONAL PHASES WITH MABS 

4.4.1 PRE-LISTENING PHASE 

In this phase, introduce the MAB to be used. Tell the students how to download it. Give pre-questions to help the 
students focus on the main ideas and supporting details or the story elements: Theme, setting, plot, characters, style, 
and tone ... etc. Post the questions onan online discussion forum, blog, or Facebook Page. Seta time limit or adeadline 


for completing a task (1-2 weeks). The following are examples of pre-questions that can beasked: 
To identify the book author and date, ask: 


¢ Who is the author? 

e Where is the author from? 

e When was the book written? 

¢ When was the book published? 


To identify the theme of the book, ask: 


e¢ What is the whole book about? 

e What is the theme, i.e., main idea of the book? 

e¢ What does the theme say about the world, human experience, or human values? 
Why did the author write the book? 
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¢ What message, moral or lesson do you get or understand from the book? 
To identify the characters, ask: 


e¢ Who is the protagonist in the story? 
e Make a list of the characters in the story. 


To identify the setting, ask: 


Where does the story take place? 


Which time period is it? Is the story about the past or present? 


What is the setting in the story and how does it contribute to it? 


What is the mood in the story and how does the setting affect the mood? 


To identify the plot, ask: 


Make a list of the main events in the story? 


Are these events in chronological order? Do they flash back or forward? 


What is the main conflict in the story? 


What is the turning point in the story? 


How does the author create suspense in the story? 
To identify the viewpoint, ask: 


¢ Is the point of view subjective or objective? 
¢ Who is narrating the story: The protagonist or an observer of the events? 


e Is the tone formal, informal, funny, sarcastic, or sad? 
To analyze the tone and style, ask: 


e Is the style formal or informal? 

¢ Does the author use standard non-standard language? 

e What types of sentences does the author use (simple, compound, complex, exclamatory, passive, rhetorical, 
fragments)? 


e Is the tone in the story sad, sarcastic, humorous...etc.? 


Toidentify any figurative language, ask: 


e Give examples of the use of imagery (similes, metaphors, hyperbole, synecdoche, personification ...etc.)? 


e Is there symbolism in the story? Give examples? 


4.4.2 WHILE LISTENING 


While listening to a MAB, the students take notes. They post their responses to the questions on an online discussion 
forum, blog, or Facebook page. They summarize the book in one or more pages and post their summaries in the 
forum. They post comments on each other’s responses. They discuss the elements of the novel or book under the 
instructor’s supervision. 
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4.4,3 POST-LISTENING 


After listening to a MAB, give feedback, comment on the students’ performance. Provide guidance especially if the 
MAB is difficult. Answer students’ questions, encourage them to try and provide help with errors and difficulties. 


4.5 EVALUATION AND ASSESSMENT 


On listeninginterm tests and final exams, the students may listen to an excerpt from a MAB that they have not listened 
to before, followed by some listening comprehension questions selected from the examples above. 


4.6 INSTRUCTOR’S ROLE 


The listening instructor serves as a facilitator. She helps the students search for and download the MABs. She follows 
the students up to make sure they are comprehending and are able to follow the MAB under study. She encourages 
the students to suggest MABs ofinterest to them. She gives extra credit for participation and answering the questions. 
The instructor might assign a number of MABs to match the ability level of the students in the group, some easy, some 
of medium difficulty and some advanced. The students keep a log of the MABs they have listened to, and they are given 
extra credit according to the number of MABs they have finished. 


5. REFLECTIONS 


Effectiveness of the MAB instruction is supported by results of the prior studies mentioned above in which the 
students practiced listening comprehension with ABs and other technologies such as Chang and Millett (2016); Dier- 
garten and Nieding (2015); Diergarten and Nieding (2015); Al-Jarf (2012); Azar and Nasiri (2014); Johnson 
(2003); Casbergue and Harris (1997) and others. 

Furthermore, the author used the instructional strategies outlined in this article in teaching listening compre- 
hension to EFL college students at COLT. At the end of the semester, the students’ responded to a questionnaire. 
Responses to the questionnaire showed that the students had positive attitudes towards practicing listening com- 
prehension with MABs. They found the MABs fun, and they enjoyed analyzing the books, short stories, and novels 
they listened to. They reported that use of supplementary listening comprehension exercises with MABs had several 
advantages: They met students’ needs and catered for differences in listening comprehension ability and experiential 
level among the students, targeted their listening comprehension weaknesses such as inferring meanings of difficult 
words from context, understanding some grammatical structures and inferring the topic and moral in a story. Stu- 
dents who struggled with listening to the textbooks’ audios indicated that MABs provided them with extra opportu- 
nities for practicing listening comprehension tasks and exercises that they could manage. Practice with MABs helped 
them acquire cognitive and metacognitive listening comprehension skills as the task depended on spoken text analy- 
sis, making lots of inferences and learning about the different aspects of oral English. Some of the students’ responses 
to the questionnaire were: 

Mira: listening to MABs is a new way of practicing listening comprehension that I find interesting and fun, unlike 
long texts in the textbook. 

Rania: | found MABs and exercises that match my listening comprehension skill level and explanations that I could 
understand, unlike the textbook audios that all students had to use whether they understand them or not. 

Salwa: With MABs and interactive listening comprehension tasks, I did extra exercises that helped me overcome my 
difficulty in inferring meanings of difficult words from the spoken context, inferring the general theme and lesson learnt 
from a story. 
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Hana: The extra listening comprehension practice with MABs helped enhance my ability to analyze the text I lis- 
tened to, especially the components of a story. 

Hanoof: MABs with listening comprehension exercises provided me with extra practice and helped me focus on 
specific aspects of the language because the simplified novels I listened to were interesting to follow. 

Utilization of MABs showed improved students’ listening comprehension, literary appreciation, and literary anal- 
ysis skills. It also revealed increased student engagement. The students enjoyed listening to MABs. They reported 
that video MABs were the easiest and the audio only MABs were the most difficult, because the pictures helped them 
understand the content. 

Students’ responses revealed some challenges suchas difficulty in following and understanding the narrator. Some 
narrators were speaking fast. They had difficulty understanding some narrators’ accent. Some students found it 
difficult to listen to audio and follow the text especially at the beginning of the semester. This finding is also consistent 
with findings of Goniilal (2020) study with Turkish students. 


6. RECOMMENDATIONS 


The present study recommends the integration on MABs as a supplement to in-class listening courses at COLT. For 
best results, this study recommends that the listening instructor select simplified and short audiobooks, proceed 
gradually from video to audio with text, then audio only. Similarly, the students may proceed gradually from familiar 
children’s stories to short stories, simplified novels, then longer novels and books. 

The students should not be left on their own and should never listen to a MAB passively. They should have some 
tasks to work on during and after listening to a MAB. They should pay attention to the theme, characters, plot setting, 
specific vocabulary, imagery, figures of speech, and grammatical structures in a MAB. They can practice inferring the 
theme, giving the morale or lesson learnt and retell/summarizing the overall MAB they have listened to. Students 
who do not possess a smart phone, may search Google for another version of the same MAB and listen to it on their 
laptop. 

Since there are thousands of MAB apps, the author recommends that a MAB repository be especially created by EFL 
instructors and students at COLT in which a sample of relevant MABs are stored and classified according to author, 
theme, and source. A comprehensive alphabetical index can be added to the repository to facilitate the searching pro- 
cess and to allow EFL instructors and students to access the MABs of interest to them easily and quickly. Listening 
comprehension questions on each MAB can be added. The online MAB repository should be interactive. Students 
should be able to answer listening comprehension questions, post answers and receive feedback from their instruc- 
tors. MABs used should be constantly reviewed and updated, with new MABs added and uninteresting or overused 
ones removed. Those are believed to enhance EFL college students’ listening comprehension skills in language and 
translation schools. 
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